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R. B. JOHNSON 
See COGNITIVE PSYCHOLOGY. 
Thomdike, Edward Lee (1874-1949). Pioneer in 
learning theory. Born in Williamsburg, Mas-
sachusetts, where his father was a lawyer and later 
a clergyman, Thorndike graduated from Wesleyan 
University in 1895 and went to Harvard to study un-
der William James. He earned another bachelor's 
degree at Harvard in 1896 and a master's degree in 
1897. He transferred to Columbia, where he was 
awarded the Ph.D. in 1898. After one year of teach-
ing at Western Reserve, he returned to Columbia in 
1899 and remained there until his retirement in 
1939. 
Thorndike is sometimes called the founder of an-
imal psychology because of his early work with chicks 
learning mazes and cats discovering how to get out 
of locked cages. However, shortly after his appoint-
ment to Columbia his major interests shifted to hu-
man learning and education. He developed psycho-
logical tests and a theory of intelligence. He studied 
individual differences, sex differences, fatigue, in-
terests, attitudes, and vocabulary. As the most influ-
ential educational psychologist of his time he wrote 
leading college textbooks as well as texts for children. 
His major contribution was in the area of learn-
ing. Thorndike created connectionism, an experi-
mental approach to associationism. The older philo-
sophical associationism was concerned with 
connections between ideas, but Thorndike was con-
cerned with connections between stimuli and re-
sponses. Although he called this trial-and-acciden-
tal-success learning, it has more frequently been called 
trial-and-error learning. He formulated three laws to 
account for this learning. The law of readiness re-
ferred to the circumstance under which the learner 
would be satisfied or annoyed, a physiological mat-
ter determined by maturation. The law of exercise 
referred to the strengthening of connections through 
use of practice or their weakening through disuse. 
The law of effect stated that responses became 
"stamped in" or "stamped out" because of their con-
sequences, a "satisfying state of affairs" or an "an-
noying state of affairs." He later modified the laws of 
exercise and effect but remained a connectionist. 
Thorndike wrote 507 articles and books, a record 
equaled by few others. His doctoral dissertation, 
Animal Intelligence, was one of his most important 
works. It was published in 1898 and republished 
with other related studies in 1911. The first edition 
of Educational Psychology appeared in 1903 and In-
troduction to the Themy of Mental and Social Mea-
surements in 1904. Thorndike has had a profound 
influence on modern learning theory. His empha-
sis on stimulus-response bonds and reinforcement 
are core concepts in most neobehavioristic theories. 
R. L. KoTESKEY 
See LEARNING. 
Thought Stopping. A behavioral technique used 
to help persons troubled by recurring uncontrolled 
thoughts and worries. Examples include obsessive 
rumination about cleanliness that persists even af-
ter careful washing, excessive fear of riding in au-
tomobiles or planes, and extreme fearfulness about 
being robbed or assaulted. 
The basic technique involves four steps. First, 
the individual is asked to describe recent experi-
ences in which the troublesome thoughts occurred. 
As the patient begins to describe the troublesome 
thoughts, the therapist suddenly and emphatically 
says Stop. This process is repeated several times. 
Second, the person is asked to imagine himself or 
herself in the unpleasant situation and to signal 
when he or she begins thinking obsessive thoughts. 
Again there are several repetitions of the procedure. 
When this step is complete, the therapist has de-
veloped control over the unwanted thoughts by 
means of the stop commands. 
Third, the client is taught to say Stop aloud to 
his or her own thoughts . Typically the client ini-
tially makes a feeble and unconvincing effort and 
must be encouraged to be emphatic. Finally the 
person is told to think Stop in response to the trou-
blesome thoughts. 
The individual gradually experiences difficulty in 
thinking the troublesome thoughts and must be en-
couraged to make a conscious effort to produce them 
to facilitate the therapy process. This process per-
mits additional exposure to the Stop command and 
helps the person learn to produce and eliminate the 
thought at will. This is especially important where 
the troubling thoughts are exaggerated forms of nor-
mal concerns, such as checking to see that the doors 
are locked. 
Thought stopping is a form of aversion therapy 
that uses contingent punishment. Procedural vari-
ations include use of electric shock in place of the 
word stop, use of similar procedure to stop unwanted 
visual images, and use of thought stopping together 
with covert assertion. Although research on thought 
stopping is fairly limited, preliminary results are 
promising. 
R. K. BUFFORD 
See BEHAVIOR THERAPY; COGNITIVE-BEHAVIOR 
THERAPY. 
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